
Committed to Being One in Christ – Guiding Principles for Relations with Other 
Churches 

A Resource for the Local Church and for the United Reformed Church National Synod of Scotland 
– Draft 1  

 

Section I – for the Book of Reports to Synod Meeting 

A. Introduction 
 

1. In 2018, the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland adopted an Ecumenical 
Policy, named ‘Local, Universal and Shaped By the Mission of God: An Ecumenical 
Policy for the Church of Scotland’. A year later, the Church of Scotland’s General 
Assembly approved the Strategy at local, national and international levels, which 
sought to give practical outworking to the Policy. That same year, 2019, the General 
Synod of the Scottish Episcopal Church adopted a similar Policy and a similar Strategy, 
suitably adapted to meet the self-understanding and particular needs of the SEC and 
entitled ‘An Ecumenical Policy for the Scottish Episcopal Church - Local, Universal and 
Shaped by the Mission of God’ 
 

2. The question therefore arose: in our particular context, could the National Synod of 
Scotland of the United Reformed Church adopt a similar Policy and a similar Strategy, 
suitably adapted to our own needs? Unlike the Church of Scotland and the Scottish 
Episcopal Church, the National Synod of Scotland is not independent, but only one 
part, albeit a very important part, of the United Reformed Church, which is ‘a church in 
three nations’. So although it has been given authority to shape the United Reformed 
Church’s ecumenical approach and activity in Scotland, the National Synod of 
Scotland does this as part of its life within the United Reformed Church as a whole, 
acting under the guidance of the United Reformed Church’s General Assembly and 
involving itself, as appropriate, in the various ecumenical relationships entered into by 
the whole United Reformed Church.  
 

3. A Draft Policy was produced in the spring of 2020, but the onset of the Covid pandemic 
blocked the attempt to bring that document to Synod. Perhaps this was just as well, for 
when the Synod’s Ecumenical and Interfaith Task Group organised three ‘on line’ 
meetings to discuss the proposed Policy two things happened: firstly, the on line 
meetings developed into discussions of far greater range and depth than would have 
been possible during a meeting of the Synod; and secondly, the feeling emerged that 
the proposed document failed to express adequately the United Reformed Church’s 
commitment to ‘thinking outside of the box’. The proposals were seen by some as 
potentially limiting, rather than encouraging and enthusing; the document was also 
thought by some to be too long. 
 

4. There were also several fundamental theological points raised about the proposals, 
including whether the model of ‘God’s Mission to the World’ (Missio Dei) was truly 
scriptural, and whether the policy was open enough to reach out to, and encourage 
involvement with, those churches which are not currently very involved in ecumenical 



activity, acknowledging their gifts and insights. This new document, which is, as its 
name suggests, not a ‘policy’ but ‘guidance’, is offered to Synod and to local churches 
as a ‘living document’, one which is regularly reviewed and renewed as the Synod 
seeks to live in God’s constantly changing world.   
 
 
B. Ecumenism Commitment – to the Church and to the World 

 
5. The Church: The Christian Church came into being with the preaching of the message 

of Christ’s ministry, cross, resurrection and ascension, and the Church’s principal task 
is to share this message with the world. The Christian Church may be united in this 
task, but it is not uniform in the ways it sets about fulfilling this task. This has been the 
case from the very earliest times: for example, Jesus himself taught in parables, using 
a variety of images to help us understand the Kingdom of God; we have four distinct 
Gospels, each with its own particular emphasis; the cultural diversity of those who have 
heard the Gospel down the centuries has often meant that different aspects of the 
message have been understood in different ways. So the church has never been 
‘uniform’ in its understanding of the Gospel, in its worship or in its structure.  

 
6. During the first five centuries of the Christian Church, various debates took place about 

how to express the Gospel in ways which were faithful to the message received from 
the Apostolic times. Out of these debates came the various Creeds, which both united 
those who adopted them and divided those people from other Christians who rejected 
them. Similarly, in Western Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, various 
statements of faith were made by Christians who could not agree with each other on 
the substance of the Gospel message, and so division ensued. Today, the Church is 
faced with new questions, especially concerning the language we use to talk about 
God, and our understanding of various ethical subjects. These questions sometimes 
lead to division between Christians. 

 
7. However, two questions arise from these historical facts:  

firstly, at what point do differences of understanding become so great that the Gospel 
message as understood by one part of the Church ceases to be ‘gospel’ in the opinion 
of another part of what claims to be the same Church Universal?; and 
secondly, at what point does this diversity impede the ability of the Church to share the  
Gospel with the world?  

 
‘Ecumenism’ is the attempt to answer those questions and re-establish an agreed unity 
within the Church, whilst allowing for diversity which is not only manageable but also 
encouraging and enriching. 

 
8. It has to be said that this is not always an easy task; but the United Reformed Church 

was born with the commitment to collaborate with other Christians in seeking and 
finding answers to these questions within the context(s) of the three nations in which it 
lives. We are convinced that God is calling all those who see themselves as part of the 
United Reformed Church to share in this commitment, and, in the light of this, to 
remove any obstacles that hinder our cooperation with all who are in Christ, whether 
in the local community, within the national setting, or at a world-wide level.  



9. God’s Will for Creation. Above and beyond these divisions, we need to remember 
that Jesus Christ came into the world in order that the world might be enabled to return 
to the God who created it, and in order that God’s people might have life in abundance. 
The call to Christian unity is therefore not something which merely concerns the 
internal life of the Church; rather it is something which is a parable of God’s will for all 
creation, which is that we and all creation should live to the full the richness of God’s 
world, a world which is diverse and yet also united. God’s will for his world is that the 
smallest shall have the same rights as the largest; God has made the world in such a 
way that the weakest has just as much importance as the strongest – after all, did not 
Christ die in weakness on the cross? In these times of changing climate, are we not 
coming to understand, as never before, the interconnectedness of the world in which 
we live, and the need to respect and protect diversity in order that we may rejoice as 
equal partners in our one world?   

 
10. And this brings us back to the way in which Christians understand God’s very being. 

‘Unity in diversity’ is not only something which characterises creation: it is something 
which stems from the very being of God. God’s self-revelation as (in the words of the 
Apostolic Church) ‘Father, Son and Holy Spirit’ points us to ‘unity in diversity’ as being 
fundamental to God’s will because it is fundamental to God’s very being.        

 
(NOTE: the terms “Father”, “Son” and “Holy Spirit” are Biblical, but in accordance with all we understand 
about God these words are not to be understood in ways which limit God to human ideas and 
understandings. In particular, we need to remember that the term “Father” does not mean that God is like 
a human father; rather, God the “Father” shows how true “fatherhood” ought to be. It is for human parents 
to emulate the relationship of love which they see in God the Father, not for us to limit God to the poor 
example set by human fathers – see Ephesians 3, 15)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Section II – Guidance on Ecumenism in Practice for Synod and Local Churches  

A. The Principles upon which our Ecumenical Commitment is based.  
 

1. The United Reformed Church’s ecumenical commitment affirms the principle that, at 
local, regional, national and international levels, ‘churches ought to act together except 
where deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately’. This is known as 
‘The Lund Principle’, from the Swedish city where the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) held discussions on the subject in 1952, and was officially by the WCC adopted 
in 1953.  
The ecumenical commitment was renewed in 1987, when the United Reformed  
Church joined with many others at Swanwick in affirming that the time had come to 
move on from ‘co-operation’ between churches to a ‘clear commitment to each other’. 
By making this commitment our own, we acknowledge that we are, as the Swanwick 
Declaration puts it, ‘strangers no longer but pilgrims together on the way to the 
Kingdom.’ 
 

2. The United Reformed Church has always understood its calling as that of being a 
catalyst for change. It could be argued, however, that in the fifty years since the original 
union of Presbyterians in England and Congregationalists in England and Wales it is 
society which has changed, often leaving the traditional churches behind. Over the 
same period, many new forms of church and styles of worship have become quite 
common. In this context, the United Reformed Church has to ask the question: how do 
we engage with potential partners, both ‘traditional’ and ‘new’?  
 

3. Our roots as a Synod lie in the radical commitment to bringing the Gospel to people 
alienated from ‘establishment religion’. In seeking to act ecumenically, can we draw 
upon those roots as we seek to engage with others who are similarly ‘alienated’ from 
‘traditional church’?  
At the same time, our roots also lie in the radical commitment to rediscovering the 
Gospel as understood by the early church. In seeking to act ecumenically, can we draw 
upon those roots as we seek to engage with others who are similarly committed to 
sharing the Gospel?  
And in both of these contexts, can we act in courageous ways which challenge 
common assumptions, both in society and in the wider Church?   

 

B. The Commitment in its various Contexts 
 

1. The Local Context: As a Synod, and as local churches, we are challenged by the       
ecumenical commitment to develop flourishing relationships with other Christians at a 
local level, sharing the gifts and resources that God has given to the church in each 
particular setting. In the sharing of these gifts we shall more fully reflect the image and 
likeness of God and we shall better enable the ministry of all God’s people in the task 
of sharing the gospel with the community in which we are placed:  
 

a. We can involve ourselves in – or even establish – local ‘Christian Forums’, and 
share with others, experiencing the riches and insights of other traditions 



b. We can share with others in common worship and in the outward looking 
ministries of pastoral care and evangelism, as well as in the nurture of the 
young and opportunities to pray and study together 

c. We can acknowledge that Baptism in the name of the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit is recognised by many as a common sign of participation in the life 
of the Church, and in many circumstances we may also share together in the 
Lord’s Supper as a sign of our common life in Christ 

d. We can work together to meet a local need, or find ways of addressing together 
the challenges of global threats, such as climate change, injustice or violent 
conflict 

e. We may offer befriending to those who are isolated or vulnerable 
f. We may work together with other ecumenical agencies such as Christian Aid 

 
2. The National Context: As a Synod and as local churches, the ecumenical 

commitment challenges us: 
 

a. to work towards the fullest possible sharing of resources with other churches in 
Scotland. Collaboration with our Methodist and Scottish Episcopal Church 
partners (EMU) and with the Church of Scotland will be a significant focus, but 
we must be open to all who are willing to be our partners in sharing the Gospel;  

b. to invest our energies in the fullest possible participation in the Scottish 
Christian Forum as a focus for advancing ecumenical cooperation in Scotland; 

c. to encourage and to resource the exploration of new ways of ecumenical 
collaboration at all levels; 

d. to encourage active participation in wider ecumenical initiatives such as ‘The 
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity’, ‘The World Day of Prayer’, and ‘Thy 
Kingdom Come’ 

e. to consult with the Scottish Congregational and United Reformed College about 
the ecumenical formation of those training for authorised ministries (including 
Lay Preachers, Elders and Deacons), and to provide resources to support that 
formation; 

f. to participate fully in the United Reformed Church’s commitment to its role 
within the wider setting of Great Britain, and within Churches Together in Britain 
and Ireland. 

 
3. The European Context: The ecumenical commitment also challenges Synod and 

local churches to participate fully in the United Reformed Church’s commitment to 
building closer relationships with other European Churches and Christian 
organisations. This includes participation in the Communion of Protestant Churches in 
Europe (the Leuenberg Agreement) and the Conference of European Churches.   
 

4. Globally: The word ‘ecumenical’ comes from the Greek word for ‘home’ and, when 
applied globally, means ‘the whole inhabited earth’. Our ecumenical commitment 
therefore challenges us to become involved with the whole world-wide Church. This is 
particularly so when remembering those churches with which we have strong historical 
links. Local churches are therefore encouraged to participate in activities run by the 
Council for World Mission, paying particular attention to those matters which relate to 
our concern for justice and the environment.  
 
 



Conclusion 
 

The ecumenical life of our local Churches is supported by the work of the Ecumenical 
and Interfaith Task Group. However, all Synod Committees are urged to consider 
the ecumenical dimension of their work. Additionally, cross-committee working is 
to be encouraged where areas of interest overlap, especially in matters of ‘faith in the 
public square’ and questions concerning the environment and our responsibilities for 
the care of God’s creation. 
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